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YOUNG PEOPLE WANT MORE MENTAL HEALTH EDUCATION  

AND SUPPORT 

 

2 February 2016 

 

A lasting message I received from my conversations with young people across 

Tasmania last year was that they want much more mental health education, 

information and support.  This message from young people should be listened to 

and taken seriously. 

 

As Commissioner for Children, I will incorporate awareness raising of mental 

health education into my advocacy plan for 2016. 

 

Mental health is essential to good health; in fact, the World Health Organisation 

has said that there is no health without mental health. There is more to positive 

mental health than just the absence of mental illness.  Many Tasmanian young 

people understand this. 

 

Evidence clearly shows that we need to strengthen our investment in prevention 

and early intervention mental health strategies in childhood and adolescence. To 

give children the best possible start in life we need to do all we can to build a 

strong foundation for the development of positive mental health. Primary 

prevention strategies should be universally targeted to all young people.  

 

One such strategy, recently proposed by Tasmanian Labor and supported by the 

Mental Health Council of Tasmania, is to introduce compulsory Social and 

Emotional Learning (SEL) for all students commencing in primary school. While our 

education system already acknowledges the importance of the development of 

social and emotional skills, SEL is not taught as a specific part of the curriculum.  

 

In essence, SEL programming aims to give students the knowledge and skills they 

need to understand and manage their emotions, set and achieve positive goals, 

have empathy for others, enjoy positive relationships with others, and make 

responsible decisions. Having these skills is really important for the development 

of good mental health and wellbeing.  

There is plenty of evidence for the positive effects of quality evidence-based SEL 

program on children and young people’s wellbeing. Benefits include improved 

academic performance, better behaviour, increased resiliency and reduced 

emotional distress (eg fewer reports of depression, anxiety and stress). These 

benefits in turn have positive implications for school retention, employment and 

community engagement.  

Children themselves are strong advocates for specific mental health education at 

school. Young participants in a Youth Network of Tasmania consultation proposed 
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core curriculum classes on health and wellbeing with a specific focus on mental 

health.  

Similar pleas for specific mental health education were recently made by young 

people advising the UK’s National Health Service and by the UK’s Youth 

Parliament.  

 

The prevalence of mental health problems in children and adolescents is high in 

Australia and elsewhere. A national survey of young people’s mental health in 

2000 found that 14% met the criteria for having a mental health problem. In 

Tasmania, this is equivalent to almost 17,000 children and young people aged 0-

18. The results of a second national survey released last year show that the 

overall prevalence has not changed.  Approximately one in seven children and 

young people experienced a mental disorder in the past year.  

 

Chronic mental disorders typically have their onset in this critical developmental 

period.  For example, half of all mental disorders develop before age 14, and 75% 

before age 24. Once established, mental health disorders in children and young 

people frequently have long-term adverse impacts in a broad range of areas. Early 

onset mental health disorders are associated with reduced functioning at school, 

non-attendance and early termination of education, which can in turn have 

serious consequences for economic and social functioning into adulthood.  

 

The introduction of SEL classes for Tasmanian students would complement 

important initiatives already occurring in our schools such as Kids Matter and 

MindMatters which aim to improve mental health and wellbeing for children and 

young people. SEL classes would also progress key directions outlined in the 

Government’s long-term plan for mental health which includes a greater 

emphasis on positive mental health, prevention and early intervention. 
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